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Mixed Media: Working with Audio and Visual Materials— 
Paul Eisloeffel, Assistant Editor, Nebraska State Historical Society
Note: This issue of “Mixed Media” diverges from its usual spotlight on sound recordings, 
photographs, and moving images. Instead, it looks at another kind of media—social media—and 
how it is being put in the service of historical documentation and research.
History is Just a Click Away: Social Media Unlocks America’s Vault 
By Wanda T. Williams and Theresa Fitzgerald, National Archives and Records Administration, St. Louis, Missouri
History fans now are able to get up close and personal with 
some of our country’s most precious historical documents 
preserved in the National Archives and Records Admin-
istration (NARA)—all from the convenience of their 
homes, offices, or favorite coffee shops. Instead of hitting 
the open road, thousands are jumping on the information 
superhighway to visit NARA. With the click of a mouse, 
users of social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
and Flickr can view the United States Constitution 
(http://www.facebook.com/USAConstitution?v=wall), the 
Emancipation Proclamation (http://www.facebook.com/
note.php?note_id=475191295976), and other documents, 
photographs, sound recordings, and moving images that 
tell the story of America. 
In August 2010, the National Archives at St. Louis’ 
National Personnel Records Center (NPRC) joined the 
social media explosion as part of the agency’s efforts to 
open its vaults to the on-line world (http://www.facebook.
com/nationalarchivesstlouis). Archivist Theresa Fitzgerald 
is part of NARA’s nationwide social media team working 
to develop new links to more than 50 historical topics that 
provide access to hundreds of NARA record groups. In 
addition to providing access, social media sites can be used 
as teaching tools to increase civic and historical literacy. 
Because social media sites have evolved as a major form 
of communicating and tracking current events, NARA 
decided to use the Internet as a vehicle for furthering its 
institutional mission to provide public access to federal 
documents.1
The St. Louis Web site will feature the NPRC’s permanent 
archival holdings, including many never-before-seen 
images of military and civilian personnel records. For 
example, a link to Facebook will allow users to view 
documents from General Douglas MacArthur’s official 
military personnel file and photographs from his early 
military career. 
MacArthur’s records are one of three hundred personnel 
files contained in what NPRC refers to as its people of 
exceptional prominence (PEP) vault collection. The 
vault’s main page will showcase a variety of digital images 
from PEP files. Some of the individuals include other war 
heroes, past presidents such as John F. Kennedy, sports 
icons like Jackie Robinson, and celebrities like Elvis 
Presley. Female soldiers, scientists, veterans, and former 
government employees also will be featured. Records 
from the PEP vault files currently are being processed, 
and some may be available for sale as part of the agency’s 
new digitization project by fall 2011. 
Facebook and Twitter users can post research or other 
related questions to prepare for an upcoming research 
visit. The social media sites also will be used to announce 
and promote public lectures, genealogical workshops, 
and other events designed to serve and educate the public. 
Visitors also will get updates on NPRC’s major move, 
currently underway (NARA at St. Louis and NPRC will 
relocate more than one hundred million military and 
civilian records to a new $112 million state-of-the art 
facility currently under construction in north St. Louis 
County); social media will play a critical role in reaching 
out to a broad demographic when NPRC launches a new 
public outreach campaign to promote the program’s 
new facility. 
Second Lt. Jackie Robinson in uniform, circa 1940s.
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For teachers and students, social media will provide instant 
access to many of NARA’s historical documents critical 
to understanding the foundation of our democracy, and 
background on their significance. For example, a visitor 
to the Facebook page featuring the U.S. Constitution can 
interactively discover details about the 1787 convention in 
Philadelphia’s Independence Hall where the founding fa-
thers convened to revise the Articles of the Confederation. 
Video also is being used in unique ways to further serve 
the user. In summer 2010, NARA unveiled a series of 
special YouTube interviews featuring staff archivists 
discussing memorable and iconic moments in history. The 
Theresa Fitzgerald views an image of Douglas MacArthur 
on the PEP vault Web site.
series, a pilot project for now, is called Inside the Vaults 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MEG9z_0OLyo). 
From the Nuremberg Laws to the Presidential Libraries, 
Inside the Vaults will feature a host of historic topics 
related to documents in NARA’s holdings. The NPRC 
was featured in a recent episode (http://www.youtube 
.com/watch?v=_p5HMLR5tEg). The three-minute video, 
America’s Veterans and the National Archives, takes viewers 
behind the scenes of NPRC and provides a glimpse into 
the many steps taken to process some five thousand daily 
requests for military records from NPRC’s holdings. 
Like any new project, social media Web sites require time 
for site maintenance and monitoring. NPRC’s social media 
site administrators will be responsible for ensuring that its 
information is consistent with what is on NARA’s main 
Web site (http://www.archives.gov). But for any work it 
may entail, the benefits will be striking. Compared to 
traditional methods of communicating with the public 
such as tours, publications, and public presentations, the 
Internet has the potential to reach a larger audience using 
fewer resources. 
Notes
1. Two items about NARA’s use of social media can be 
found at http://www.nara-at-work.gov/nara_news/
declarations/blog/?p=187 and http://www.archives 
.gov/social-media/.
Spartan Archive: A Program In Transition
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historical records and make available as a model for other 
institutions.
Notes
1. Consultative Committee for Space Data Systems, Ref-
erence Model for an Open Archival Information System 
(OAIS), 2002, <http://public.ccsds.org/publications/
archive/650x0b1.pdf> (2 November 2010).
2. Data Intensive Cyber Environments (DICE) research 
group, iRODS: Data Grids, Digital Libraries, Persistent 
Archives, and Real-time Data Systems, 8 October 2010, 
<https://www.irods.org/index.php/IRODS:Data_
Grids,_Digital_Libraries,_Persistent_Archives,_and_
Real-time_Data_Systems> (2 November 2010).
3. The Center for Research Libraries (CRL) and Online 
Computer Library Center Inc. (OCLC), Trustworthy 
Repositories Audit & Certification: Criteria and Checklist 
Version 1.0, 2007, <http://www.crl.edu/sites/default/
files/attachments/pages/trac_0.pdf> (2 November 
2010).
4. Archivists’ Toolkit, 19 October 2010, <http://www 
.archiviststoolkit.org/> (2 November 2010).
(Continued from page 21)
